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Penelope Scambly Schott, Reviewer Judith Arcana's book of poems is strong stuff, beginning to end. Start with the cover painting by Abigail Marble: it's red and black and clearly female genitalia. As for the title, try finishing this sentence: What if your mother....
Many women know how the question ends: What if your mother had aborted you?
Arcana answers that question with a series of what if's where, with or without abortion, she wouldn't be here anyhow. In a sense, this collection was begun many years ago when its author was in her twenties.
In the era before the Roe v. Wade decision of 1973, Arcana thought she was pregnant (she turned out not to be) but it wasn't the right time for her to have a child. As she explored alternatives, she heard of a service called The Abortion Counseling Service of the Chicago Women's Liberation Union. But nobody called it that. It was simply "The Service," and the women who ran the service and eventually learned to perform abortions were called the "Janes" as in the anonymous Jane Doe. Arcana worked as a Jane for two years, during which time she became pregnant with a wanted child.
Judith Arcana's development from a Jane to a poet was anything but instant. During the years she was teaching literature and women's studies, she was busy writing expository prose. When, in the 1990s she wrote an appreciation of writer Grace Paley, she began to see that her feminist social concerns could be embodied in fiction and poetry. In her fifties, she started attending women's writing workshops and then some residencies where she had time to work on her own writing. This book of poems is one of the valuable results.
What if your mother is divided into four sections: Separating argument from fact, Information rarely offered, Don't tell me you didn't know this, and Here, in the heart of the country. The first section, Separating argument from fact, includes a poem about standing in the kitchen separating egg whites from egg yokes:
Separating eggs in the kitchen, she is separating argument from fact... It was this moment, says the poet in her introduction, which generated the book. "I saw that my work as a poet had rushed, river-like, into a startling confluence with my work as an activist." The second section, Information rarely offered, takes us from the poet's first job, as a car hop, through a whole awareness of sexual development, popular culture, and "The Bible in Everyday Life," where Arcana writes of King Solomon:
The King was ignorant of women (no matter that he owned so many). He thought a woman who let a child die was not a mother; he didn't imagine making her baby die might be the way a mother could be good. This work is dedicated to the memory of two women: Annie Solomon Rosenfield, who had an abortion in 1937 and then had my older brother and me in 1939 and 1943; and Gwendolyn Brooks, whose poem "The Mother" was the first one I ever read about abortion.
Brooks' well-known poem begins, "Abortions will not let you forget," goes through all the unborn children and the lives they didn't have, only to conclude:
Believe me, I loved you all. Believe me, I knew you, though faintly, and I loved, I loved you All.
It is a poem that always makes me cry, both for the baby I aborted when I was fifteen and the baby who miscarried in my thirties. But if I had carried that first baby to term, I might not have finished school, I certainly would not have had exactly the two beloved children I have today.
Nobody I know is pro-abortion. But sometimes it's the best solution. Read Judith Arcana's book for a lived and heart-felt discussion of a difficult issue. She captures the voices of real women and speaks with compassion. Not every poem is equally strong, but the book as a whole is gripping. Don't dip in and out. Make yourself sit down and have the complete experience. You will thank the author for her acutely powerful reporting. This is art that matters. Miriam Peskowitz and Sharon Hays both focus upon the balancing act of motherhood and work in thought provoking books. Each author is concerned with how our society treats women seeking to maintain-voluntarily or due to economic pressures-some sort of equilibrium between raising children and working for wages. I found it fascinating to
MIRIAM PESKOWITZ
